August 6, 2024 


Costa Mesa City Council 
77 Fair Drive 
Costa Mesa, CA 92626 


Re: Townhouse Projects in General 


Let me say that townhouses are great as a housing type! We all think of them as great “starter 
homes.” They can line streets with charming front doors and stoops, pack in more families than 


sing 


e-family homes can, and look and feel like dignified places to live in. 


But the townhouse projects that we're seeing now are very different from traditional 


townhouses in two major ways. 


Deep lots that had been originally platted for agrarian, commercial, or industrial use are 
becoming available for housing. Now you have townhouses that dont face the street, 
but are within the lot, facing parts of the site that are not the street. 

To be Spatially efficient, garages-which traditionally were either not provided or took 
vehicular access of a real, midblock alley-are now scooted under each townhouse. The 
garages now take up the ground floor of each unit and push the living spaces up off the 
ground. 


Why these projects are so bad: 
> By cranking up the density on a site without clicking the building(s) up to more efficient 


types (multiple flats in one or more buildings), you end up with places that look and feel 
cramped. 
Since the garages are part of each unit (parking is never grouped in these projects), the 


site will necessarily be crisscrossed with driveways, leaving little room for respectable 


spaces, if any, for each interior townhouse to front. This results in the interior 
townhouses fronting awkward and narrow passages that are usually disconnected from 
each other and from the public right of way. 

While these projects often have the potential to create "more city" (as they should) by 


bringing new streets or paseos into or through a large site to enhance connectivity and 
create good new frontage opportunities-they rarely do. Instead of integrating into the 


city and contributing to its character, vitality, and civic pride, they end up effectively as 
private cul-de-sacs. The only “extension of the public realm” into these sites are 
networks of sterile driveways lined with garage doors. 


> Because the majority of each ground floor is garage, the remaining space is mostly 
unused. It often masquerades as a “work space” for entitlement purposes, but is more 


often used for storage. The result is dead ground floors, with no visible life from the 


sidewalk, either inside or outside. 


Why we keep getting these types of development: 


> The International Residential Code (IRC) is much cheaper to build under than the 
International Building Code (IBC), but can only be used for houses, duplexes, and 


townhouses, while the IBC is more expensive to build under and must be used for 


everything else (flats). 


@ Solution: Enable more housing types to be built under the IRC. 


North Carolina 


now allows tri- and quad-plexes to be built under the IRC. California is trying to 


allow up to ten units to be approved under the IRC. (State). 


> Developers know that they'll get more for this type than for flats, especially when they 


multifamily. 


can be fee-simple. California's construction defect liability laws discourage for-sale 


@ Solution: Revise state laws. Here's a recent Terner Report on the topic. (State). 


> Buildings over 3 stories that are too far from the street need the hook and ladder to be 


able to reach them, requiring huge driveways and turnarounds that eat up lots of 


on-site space. 


@ Solution: We do have to comply with a statewide code that to a degree may 


unintentionally preclude good design, but there is also room to 


make things 


work. Others make it happen-so can we. This requires that developers, our 


planning staff, and the Fire Marshal all be willing to be creative and flexible to 


achieve win-win designs. (State/City) 


> Buildings with multiple flats over 3 stories need a second means of egress a certain 


distance away from the other. This effectively turns what might be a simple project into 


a double-loaded corridor building, which changes the whole design and affects floor 


plate efficiency. 


@ Solution: Assembly Bill-835 is paving the way for single-stair construction so we 


can one day build simple small buildings full of flats the way we 
way the rest of the world still does. We need more building opti 


townhouses, garden apartments, and double-loaded corridors. 


used to, and the 
ons than 

This is currently 
e state code 


a Statewide challenge, but it will be a citywide challenge once th 


enables local amendments. (State/City). 


> With the low density cap and high parking requirement, cities effective 


y ensure that 


townhouse projects are the only type of development that will pencil. (State). 


@ Solution: Reducing parking requirements is a start. But developers and lenders 
need to know that there is little parking demand, otherwise they will provide 
enough to kill design. We need to do our part to make car-lite living in Costa 


Mesa more viable. We need to be aggressive about this and clearly signal our 
intentions to the development community. Not only does so much parking 
degrade design, but it ensures that surrounding streets will be flooded with 
cars. Requiring undergrounding may resolve the former, but it will not resolve 


the latter. And it may also kill projects. We need to commit to a future with lots 
of people and not a lot of cars. 


Conclusion 

There are state and local forces that have converged and resulted in this bizarre new pattern 
of development that is popping up all over the city (there are now dozens!). There are some 
changes that we can and should make to discourage bad design without discouraging more 
housing, and there are some things that are out of our control. But townhouse developers are 


going to propose townhouse developments. And there is no indication in any of our policy 
documents that we are not open for business for these designs. If we can recognize this type 


of development, articulate the issues we have with them, and provide standards that enable 
the same, or more amount of housing to be built better, then we might see better projects 
being proposed: projects that contribute to the character and vitality of the city. 


P.S. A Note on Façade Design 

We can't fault the architects for their incoherent and seemingly-random facade designs 
because it’s what we're asking for in our guidelines. There's a major disconnect (I believe) 
between what we say we want (as much variety as possible) and actual aesthetic preferences 


(simple regular boxes with big, regular, and deep windows, welcoming frontages, simple 
rooflines, appropriate transitions between the public and private spaces, and quality materials). 
We really need to update our guidelines. See Get Your House Right by Marianne Cusato for 
what | think should help inform updates. 


Russell Toler 


